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Tlie public and the technical press have of late been
occupied with discussions on the merit or demerit of the so-

called strychnine cure for snake-bite, but as usual, very little

definite evidence has been adduced. I have, therefore,

thought it advisable to bring the facts of the case under the
notice of the members of this Society, so that the position

occupied by the rival disputants may be rendered perfectly

clear. Dr. Mueller of Yackandandah, it seems, has satisfied

himself that a theory respecting the action of snake poison

has been proved. He believes that strychnia is consequently
indicated as a remedy. When, however, he is asked'[to

substantiate both these projiositions, by showing that the
treatment is successful, he has no further evidence to adduce
than the report of cases of snake-bite, real or supposed, in

which medical men assert that patients were saved from
death by the injection of strychnine. Now, it is obvious
that before reports of such cases can be of much value, it is

necessary to ascertain the percentage of individuals who
died from snake-bite when other modes of treatment were
adopted. In other words, snake-bite is or is not a very fatal

affection.

The object of this communication is to endeavour to make
answer to that question. In investigating it, I have had
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extensive recourse to tables, furnished to me by the ever

obliging Government Statist, Mr. Hayter.

Table I, which follows, shows the deaths which have taken

place fi'oni snake and insect bite (for the two are bracketed

in returns together) in the Australian colonies during the

decade 1881-1890. In accordance with the foot-note

appended to this table, I have rejected from further

consideration any deaths occurring in other colonies than

Victoria, New South Wales, and Queensland. You will

further note that of the total 1 25 deaths which occuri'ed in

these three colonies in the period mentioned, at least 5 or 6

are obviously due to bites of other animals than snakes.

There is the further probability tliat some of the deaths

have been caused by the enthusiastic administration of alcohol

to persons bitten or supposed to be bitten. However, to be

well within the mark, I assume that 125 deaths represent

fatal cases of snake-bite, and proceed to deal with them
accordingly.

Table I.

Deaths from Snake and Insect-bite in iite Australian Colonies,

1881 tn 1890.

Years.
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It will be seen that in this period, in the three colonies,

snakes were unable to kill more than 125 persons.

In order to determine the relative frequency of death

from snake-bite, I next append a table showing the popula-

tion (actual and average) of the colonies during the same
period.

Table II.

JlJeaa Populations of the Australasian Colonies, 1881 to 1890.

Yr,^
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table will, however, show the danger of drawing rash

conclusions from figures :

—

Table IV.

Deaths from Violence in the Australian Colonies, 1881 to 1890.

Vkars.
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From this mass of figures we arrive at a general conclusion

that snake-bite is one of the most insignificant causes of

death in our midst. For example, in the three years 1887-

88-89 more persons died in Victoria from hydatid disease

than were killed by snakes in Australia during the decade.

Anyone who cares to look through Mr. Hayter's tables will

find that the snake-bite contribution is a veiy sraaU one.

In 187G, a Committee was appointed by the Medical

Society of Victoria which experimented in a methodical

way. The Committee consisted of Drs. M'Crea (Chairman),

T. M. Girdlestone, E. Barker, J. E. Neild, A. Bowen, P.

Smith, J. T. Dempster, and Professor J. D. Kirkland. The
particular value of the work done by this Committee lay in

the fact that it found, with antidotes then in use, the

recovery of a dog from snake virus injected hypodermically

was chiefly a matter of dosage. IMone of the dogs used

recovered when half a giain of fresh liquid poison was
injected. They further found that tiger snakes 3tt. to 4 ft.

long injected on an average from 1 to H grains of liquid

poison, a quantity believed by analogy to be bai'ely

sufficient to kill a man. One grain of tiger snake venom,
if injected fairly into the skin, would be approximately a

dangerous dose. It is, however, quite possible that a snake

driving its fangs through the skin finds it difiicult to

administer the full dose, if the snake bites through clothing,

tiie chances of a fatal issue are diminished. On the other

hand, in the case of some of the Indian snakes, allied in

chai-acter to the Austi'alian black and tiger snake, the dose

of poison injected amounts to from 10 to 13 grains. Com-
ment is needless.

Furthermore, Dr. M'Crea, in 187G, forwarded a circular to

a number of medical practitioners asking them for infoima-

tion on the suV)ject of snake-bite. In answer, he found that

253 cases of snake-bite had occurred in the practice of a
number of medical practitioners, and that of tliese only 25,

or 10 per cent., terminated fatall}'. Various methods of

treatment had been adopted.

It seems, therefore, that fatal results from snake-bite are

not common, and can scarcely take place unless the condi-

tions are favourable to the snake. Nevertheless, if snake-bite

were resfwusible for onl}' one death in the decade, one would
hail with pleasure the remedy which Avould obviate the

repetition of such an accident; and my object in referring

to these figures is not to under-rate the value of anj- remedy.



ISO Proceedinrjs of the Royal Societi/ of Victoria.

but to «liow the difficulty of being accurate in forming
conclusions respecting its value.

These iacts are so well-known that I must apologise for

restating them. I have mentioned them in outline simply
as part of the argument. In fact, if the name of other

remedies used in the past be excised fiom old reports in the

Journal, and the word strychnia be substituted, the descrip-

tion would parallel the present accounts of the efficacy of

strychnia.

If, then, a discoverer of a snake- bite antidote has to refer

to mortality tables as a proof of its success, he has a small

margin to work on. He is dealing with a disease which is

not usually intractable.

The [)ublic reports of cases may be i-eferred to as evidence

of its value, but apart from preceding facts altogether, 1

would ask anyone who is inclined to attacli any value to

such statements to think for a moment what they mean.
Men, women, or children of diffi3rent physiological resistance

and vigour bitten, or supposed to be bitten, by snakes ot

different age, biological characters, and virus-producing

capacity, the jnmctures made into skins of ditferent thickness

and in different parts of the body —treatment of various

kinds adopted. Are there here not enough variables to

cause grave doubt as to the value of a new variable

introduced in the form of strychnia? Again, public reports

of cases have been held to prove such extraordinary theories

in medical history that one may be pardoned lor receiving

them with great caution. As stated, other remedies for

snake-bite have been similarly commended at the hands
of their demonstrators in the columns of the Australian
Medical Journal.

'J'here is one method by which the value of strychnia as a

remedy may be settled, viz., by resort to experiments on

anim.ils on which the action of snake poison does not to all

appearances differ materially from that in the case of man.
From this, however, Dr. Mueller dissents, though he refers

to experiments made on animals in support of his theor3\

The evidence adduced serves to show that there is no
wai-rant for believing strychnia to be of any value as an

antidote foi- snake-bite ; but there is no warrant for asserting

that it is valueless. By the experimental method alone, can

the vexed question be settled.


